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Nilani Sritharan, Sainsbury’s Ltd. 

What qualifications do you have?
BSc (Hons) Nutrition (University of Surrey)
Executive Certificate, International Advocacy (Graduate Institute of Geneva)

What does your job involve?
My job is really varied and no two days are the same! 
Some examples include:
· Helping the business to develop healthier food products, conduct research to help customers make better choices, e.g. using data or digital tools, understand new health policies, such as the Sugar Tax or changes to food law.
· Collaborating with others, such as government, academics and not-for-profit organisations, to share our knowledge based on how customers shop and what they buy and help make a difference to customers’ health as a food sector.
· Presenting at conferences or representing the business on panels, boards or when speaking to the media. 

What, or who, inspired you to take your chosen career pathway?
I’m more of an ‘accidental nutritionist’ as I originally planned to study Psychology but didn’t get the grades, so I ended up going through clearing. Food and staying healthy had always been something I was interested in, partly because food is a big part of my culture, but also because I had danced competitively for many years on weekends and after school. So I spoke to a friend’s mum who was a dietitian and then spoke to the course co-ordinator and decided to give nutrition a try. And here I am 20 years later still doing this!

What route did you take from leaving school to your current job?   
I went straight to university after leaving school. I did a four year sandwich course, which involved a year of working at Unilever (who make Flora, Knorr and Buitoni) as part of my degree. I’d highly recommend this as it means you leave university with some work experience, a better idea of what you want to do next and some great contacts too.

What is the key knowledge, skills and experience needed for your job?
A degree in nutrition, dietetics and food science is a must. You also need to be a good communicator, with strong analytical skills; pragmatic and able to make grey-area decisions; and passionate about health. In most cases, to reach company nutritionist you need at least five years’ experience in the food industry.

What is the best thing about your job?
Being able to help 70% of the population to eat better every day! Standing in our stores and seeing all the different ways in which we work to do this – from products to quiet nudges in store (how we display products or how we reward customers) to the ways we work with governments to improve people’s understanding about customer behaviour. But I also love that my profession is very transferable. I’ve been able to live and work in many different countries, the Netherlands, Australia and Switzerland, which has been an incredible experience.

What questions are you often asked about your job?
What does my job involve? What are the most challenging aspects of my role?  
What do I love about what I do? What have been my biggest achievements/ what am I most proud of achieving?

What advice would you offer to someone interested in doing what you do?
I think the key thing to consider is whether you want to work more one-to-one or at a population level (which is what I do) as this will determine whether dietetics or nutrition is the route to take. I am not trained to work in a hospital or give one-to-one advice, for example. 

I’d also highly recommend studying somewhere that offers a sandwich course, or undertaking an internship after graduation with a food company, as it’s a great way to see if you like it and get some much-needed experience. But once you’re in the industry it’s a small and very connected field, we all know each other, even internationally, so it’s a nice community to be a part of.
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